LIFE   OF   THE   INHABITANTS   OF   GAUL

many of them refer simply to an agricultural region of a uniform
nature, as, for example, the Gatine or the Beauce.

Each tribe formed a small independent state, subject to a single
authority organized according to a political system that varied;
sometimes it was an hereditary chief known among the Romans by
the Latin name rex (king), sometimes a council of nobles referred
to among the Romans by the Latin name senatus, sometimes
even an elected magistrate known by the Gaulish name of vergo-
bret. But whatever persons composed the government, the struc-
ture of society was aristocratic. The upper class called by Caesar
the rich or the equites (knights) was certainly made up of great
landowners, for at that period land was the only form of wealth;
the mass of the people, known as the plebeians, was made
up of agricultural labourers and artisans and was relegated to an
inferior status compared by Caesar to that of slaves. Hence the
country must already have been divided up into great landed
estates, on which a noble family lived surrounded by a dependent
group of servants and peasants, who tilled the soil for the benefit
of their master. These estates, each of which consisted of a village,
surrounded by a territory with fixed boundaries, seem to have been
in existence before the period of Roman domination, under which
they are known by the Latin name of villa. Very frequently they
bore the name of their owner, followed by the Celtic suffix -ac,
which became in French either -d (as in Savenay) or -y (as in
Savigny, Issy, Clichy), They continued to exist during the Middle
Ages in the form of parishes, which were transformed into com-
munes by the Revolution of 1789. Thus the estates of the Great
Gaulish landowners may well be the foundation of the communal
organization of France, just as the territory of the Gaulish tribe
has remained the foundation of its departmental organization.
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The material existence of the inhabitants of Gaul differed in
several respects from that of the ancient Mediterranean peoples,
and these differences have become permanent among the French
nation. Their principal crop was grain - wheat on good soil, rye
on the poor soil of the granitic districts - and their chief food
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